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SUMMARY
Amazon is Britain and Ireland’s biggest non-union employer. But attempts by
workers to organise a union in Amazon’s facilities have been met with fierce
resistance from the company. Amazon is one of the USA’s anti-union corporate
giants – prepared to hire special union-busting outfits to do its dirty work.
Sharon Graham, who heads Unite’s Organising and Leverage Department,
is leading Unite’s ‘Action on Amazon’ campaign to demand that Amazon
breaks with its undemocratic past and allows its workers to join a union if they
choose to do so.
As part of this campaign Unite’s Organising and Leverage Department has set
up a confidential whistle-blowing hotline. Over the last three months, Amazon
warehouse workers and delivery drivers from across the UK have been
contacting the hotline, to tell Unite about the issues they are facing at work.
The results have shown us that things are even worse than we feared. They
have no doubt that Amazon workers desperately need a union to take on
what has been described as a “toxic” working culture that generates stress, ill
health and daily indignities.
Sharon Graham said: “When we established the workers’ hotline we already
knew things were bad at Amazon. This collective testimony from Amazon
workers shows that things were much worse than we could ever have
imagined. This is Charles Dickens meets 21st century Britain.”
Eight out of every ten Amazon workers who contacted the hotline said they
don’t think Amazon cares about their mental or physical health. Seven out of
ten said the pressure of work was too much for them. And two out of three
workers, when asked, said they didn’t think they would be given time off by
company management to care for sick children or an elderly relative even if it
was an emergency.
Amazon workers have been essential during the Covid crisis. The company
increased its permanent workforce by one third (10,000) in 2020 as well as
taking on 20,000 additional seasonal staff. The company almost doubled its
profit in 2020 compared to 2019 and Jeff Bezos is now ranked the world’s
richest man. But the cost to workers is high.
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Sharon Graham said “Anyone who reads the testimony of these workers
can see that there has to be a reckoning with Amazon. While Jeff Bezos is
moving on to explore space he is leaving behind one of the greatest company
sweatshops this world has ever known.”
Workers’ names and locations have been withheld from the report to keep
their identities confidential.
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1 BACK BREAKING PRODUCTION TARGETS
Many workers who called the hotline complained about crushing productivity
targets that meant they did not have enough time to take proper rest breaks.
Overall, seven out of ten said the pressure of work was too much. One
warehouse worker told us: “We are not really allowed any rest apart from one
break that starts 5 hours after our shift. We can’t sit down for one second or
else we will be put on disciplinary warnings. If we don’t meet their production
targets we’ll be put on a warning.”
Work is monitored closely and managers are quick to discipline workers. One
said, managers act as a “law unto themselves”, while another said “managers
would threaten you with the sack if you didn’t work fast enough”.
One worker who worked in customer returns and package sorting said they
had to stand for ten hours and that management monitored them to make
sure they were not sitting down “even for one second”. They likened it to a
“work camp”. One former manager who contacted the hotline said:
“Staff are walked to and from dinner breaks by management. It is run like a
military operation. Workers are dismissed quickly for making mistakes. I would
attend ‘flow’ meetings with other Amazon managers, where they would scroll
through everyone’s mistakes and discuss what they were going to do. They
were expected to make the grade or leave without looking at the reasons why
mistakes were being made. It was a very punitive approach.”

2 FAVOURITISM, BULLYING AND TOILET BREAKSS
The work camp atmosphere is compounded by a “toxic culture of favouritism
and bullying”, in the words of one worker. Another, who had worked for
Amazon as both a delivery driver and a warehouse worker said the targets
were “unbelievable”, unless “you are friends with the management”.
Self-employed delivery drivers with Amazon’s ‘Flex’ had similar complaints,
though with even less job security. One told Unite:
“I have worked for Amazon for one year now as a lead driver. I even cover my
manager when he needs a day off. I have no rights whatsoever. I am never
guaranteed work.”
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Instead of using more drivers they pack the vans out as much as they can,
forcing us to work over ten hours a day without even one break to eat or go
to the toilet. This means the toilet is a water bottle in the back of the van!
Travel to the depot takes me one hour and travel from the end of my route to
home usually takes another two hours, meaning I am forced to drive 13 hours
per day. This is well over the legal limit but Amazon don’t care as long as we
log in and out within 10 hours. It is the worst place I have ever worked for
workers’ rights. Modern slavery at its finest”.
Amazon’s punishing production schedules mean there are timed toilet breaks
for all shop floor workers. One told Unite: “You are timed for every second
you leave your workstation, meaning you have to run to go to the toilet
so you don’t get in trouble. You are treated like a number, it is emotionally
draining”.
One worker said there were not enough toilets for staff. So there were often
“huge queues”, forcing people to “piss in bottles”. Another said that a lack
of toilets meant workers were often forced to use the disabled toilets to beat
the clock and get back to their shift on time.
The monitoring continues even when workers are in the toilet. One worker
said managers wait outside the bathroom for them to finish to rush them back
onto the floor while another said: “They are checking on you all the time.
Once one of managers came to the toilet after me and my friend to check
what we were doing there. It was horrible.”
Amazon delivery drivers had similar complaints. One told Unite the amount
of deliveries expected in an hour was “dangerous” and that there was “no
time for breaks to go to the toilet on my route”. More than one said the lack
of time for proper breaks meant they had to “urinate in a bottle in the back
of the van”, while “pressure put on by managers if we fell behind on routes”
would force them to drive dangerously on rural roads.
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3 DISCRIMINATION AND SEXUAL HARASSMENT
On the hotline many women workers at Amazon complained of sexual
harassment. One said she encountered it “on a daily basis” but that nothing
was done to address it. Another called workplace sexual harassment
“outrageous”. She said she had been “objectified” during her “truly
dreadful” experience at the company. She said she feared for her safety as
she was “harassed constantly by other male members of staff” and had been
followed to the bathroom by her team leader.
Lack of tolerance for pregnant women was raised repeatedly. Several workers
said pregnant women were discriminated against by managers, with no
adjustments made to help them. One woman said: “it’s all about targets.
Managers asked me if I was planning to have more children. I feel they used
my pregnancy against me.” Another was made to use her holiday allowance
to cover time off she took after suffering a miscarriage.
Another worker said he was pressured against taking time off to look after his
partner who had suffered a miscarriage. He was angry that managers thought
it was “acceptable to ask why no one else can look after her”. Another
suspected his contract was not renewed because he had taken a day off after
he and his partner had lost their baby through an ectopic pregnancy.
Overall, nearly seven out of every ten workers who called the hotline said
they didn’t think they would be given time off to care for sick children or an
elderly relative if it was an emergency. Workers described receiving disciplinary
warnings when they had to take time off to care for relatives. A manager
reportedly warned one worker they could easily be replaced, saying: “there
are two people waiting to take your place”.
Others complained that non-English speakers are discriminated against. One
said managers “take advantage of ethnic minorities, making them lift heavy
items because they know they don’t speak English and won’t talk back.”
One trans woman contacted Unite to say she had “never experienced
transphobia to the degree I did when I worked there”.
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4 MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH
Many who called the hotline described the effect working at Amazon had on
their mental and physical health. Overall, eight out of ten people who called
the hotline said they don’t think Amazon cares about their mental or physical
health. Think about that as a measure of Amazon’s corporate culture – eight
out of ten workers saying the managers and senior staff don’t care about their
mental or physical well-being.
Workers told us they have been injured, suffered panic attacks and other mental
health issues. One said they had suffered “a panic attack at my workstation and
nearly passed out”. They were told they could only take the rest of the day off
and were expected back in work the next day. Another said the “stress got so
much I broke down at work and walked off the station and then was disciplined
for it.” Another worker told us they broke their ankle and leg delivering Amazon
parcels. After spending most of the day and night in hospital they were “offboarded” – or what most of us would call “sacked”.

5 AMAZON AND COVID
The COVID-19 pandemic has brought new challenges for Amazon workers,
and new monitoring. One worker said social distancing is difficult because
on the job nearby staff often help each other out. But a supervisor told them
there were “cameras all around the warehouse” that monitor staff’s hi-vis
jackets, flagging up when workers were within 2m of each other.
They were told if they were flagged up by the system more than 3 times they
would be given a warning. Workers also complained there was one rule for
them and another for the bosses. A warehouse worker told Unite: “managers
continually flout social distancing and mask rules but discipline others based
on them”.
In other warehouses, workers complained there was little social distancing,
putting them at risk of catching COVID-19. One told us they and their
partner “had both had COVID while working at Amazon and we are both
sure we caught it from there, as we were only going to work and back and
ordering groceries online for our own safety. When you work in shipping
Amazon completely disregards the social distancing measures in favour of
hitting targets”.
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The mask-wearing caused by COVID has compounded a longstanding
grievance of workers - the physical effects of working in warehouses that
are too hot. One said: “Our warehouse is extremely hot with no options for
work station fans being available. You receive one break within eight hours
and on occasions we had to do five and a half hour long shifts stood in a
station, expected to pack a high amount of items with no breaks. This is also
while having to continually wear a mask. Health and safety would give you a
warning if your mask dropped down over your nose and you could face being
dismissed, even though managers were frequently not following COVID rules
by continually standing around in groups
of four or five around one laptop for large periods of the night.”
Health and safety would give you a warning if your mask dropped down over
your nose and you could face being dismissed, even though managers were
frequently not following COVID rules by continually standing around in groups
of four or five around one laptop for large periods of the night”.
Another complaint concerns excessive heavy lifting. One worker said they
suffered huge enduring body pain “for about two months” after leaving
Amazon and was unable to bend or turn due to consistently having to lift
parcels that were too heavy. They said their previous complaints to their
managers had been ignored and that they had to take painkillers to get
through 12 hour night shifts, before their spine finally “collapsed”.
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CONCLUSION
The testimony we have received from these
workers shows beyond doubt the huge
need for Amazon workers to have a union.
This is Charles Dickens meets 21st century
Britain. We will continue to keep the
hotline open and to help Amazon workers
when we can.
Of course, Amazon have denied that their
toilet breaks are inadequate and claimed
that no staff are peeing in bottles. But
we have heard directly about the real
indignities forced on some Amazon workers in the UK. Amazon’s world
leaders should be ashamed of the humiliation their punishing production
targets force on legions of their workers.
It is also no surprise that the pressures forced on Amazon workers seem to be
intensified if you are a woman. On top of all the usual indignities and beating
the clock pressures women suffer discrimination and sexual harassment.
Imagine in 21st century Britain women workers fearing for their job if they fall
pregnant.
The trade union movement cannot and will not stand by and watch the
horrors of Dickensian Britain being replicated, on a 21st century playbook. We
will escalate our campaign to make Amazon accountable for its actions and
we will keep going until it agrees to give its workers the freedom to organise
and defend themselves in a trade union.

Sharon Graham,
Unite Executive Officer
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